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     Mystery not Magic 

 

“He gives power to the faint and strengthens the powerless; those who wait for the 

Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they 

shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint.” If this is not a sign, I 

don’t know what is?! The lectionary is the three-year cycle of scripture readings 

compiled by scholars and theologians years in advance of when congregations hear 

the chosen passages. And on this Sunday of all Sundays Chapter 40 of Isaiah was 

assigned. I couldn’t have picked a better passage myself. The Episcopalian Patriots 

fans are shaking in their pews! 

 

We’re here today as we are every Sunday to celebrate in word and sacrament God’s 

grace and blessings in our individual and collective lives. To raise our voices in 

praise and prayer to the living God. But today, we’re also here for another reason - 

to celebrate our team. And maybe add a few extra prayers in preparation for 

tonight’s game. This is an extraordinary team and it has been an extraordinary 

season. Proof that they are so extraordinary: this diehard basketball fan is actually 

enjoying football! Everybody loves an underdog and this team is as much an 

underdog team as any we’ve witnessed in a long time. We are begging, pleading, 

praying, cheering for a David vs. Goliath like miracle. We want a miracle for Foles 

and Wentz and this fabulous team, for our city, and for us!! 

 

Speaking of miracles Marks’ account this morning is full of them. Jesus goes to Peter’s 

house, learns that his mother-in-law is sick, and heals her instantly. Then, Mark goes on 

to report that as word spreads about the miraculous healing, the “whole city” gathers 

outside Peter’s door, and Jesus “cures many who are sick with various diseases and 

casts out many demons.” What are we supposed to do with Jesus’s healing stories two 

centuries after they occurred? I’ll be honest, as a person who has lived with a disability 

all my life, I struggle with these stories. Maybe it’s more that I struggle with how others 

view Jesus’ miracles and therefore view me. “The problem with miracles,” Barbara 

Brown Taylor writes, “is that it is hard to witness them without wanting one of your 

own. Every one of us knows someone who is suffering.  Every one of us knows 

someone who could use a miracle, but miracles are hard to come by.” So, we come up 

with many bad theological arguments for not receiving one. “God is making you 



stronger by having this illness.” Satan is testing you. Don’t give in to him.” Just be 

patient. God doesn’t work on our timeframe.” “You need to pray harder, have a 

stronger faith.” “Poor thing. I wish Jesus would heal you.” Yes, all of these statements 

have been directed towards me at different times in my life. You may have heard them, 

too. 

 

Responding to these kind of assertions, essayist Debie Thomas writes, “Besides being 

insensitive and hurtful, these claims encourage us to assume that health, wholeness, 

and comfort are the norms we should expect to experience in this life. Everything else 

by this accounting — physical pain, emotional pain, chronic illness, untimely death — is 

an aberration.  No wonder people flock to churches that promise prosperity, healing, 

and happiness Sunday after Sunday — why not grab hold of the magic if it’s out there 

to claim? Why not demand glitter and spectacle?” 

Thomas goes on to say, “sometimes I wish the Gospel writers had included a few less 

dramatic stories. Needless to say, we do know that they only record about three dozen of 

Jesus’s miracles altogether.  In this week’s story, the “whole city” came to Jesus, and he 

healed “many” — not all.  Though the crowds continued to look for him the morning 

after he healed Simon’s mother-in-law, he skipped town.  In short, Jesus only healed a 

small number of people in one tiny part of the world before he died.  He came to 

proclaim the kingdom of God, not to eliminate the world's disease and despair.  And 

unlike us, he never glamorized healing — if anything, he seemed embarrassed by the 

attention his miracles attracted, as if they were beside the point.  

What does this mean?  Maybe it means that we’re the ones who’ve turned Jesus into a 

magician.  Maybe it means that if we look more carefully, we’ll find a Messiah who is 

much more mysterious — elusive, subtle, quiet — than our consumerist and quick-fix 

culture wants to follow.  The Jesus of verse thirty-five who eludes the crowds, seeks out 

deserted places, prays in the dark, and hides from his disciples.” 

I agree with Thomas that I sometimes prefer following Jesus, the miracle worker, the 

great and powerful OZ over the elusive, quiet, prayerful Jesus who doesn’t seem 

concerned about my discomfort in the tension of the already and not yet Kingdom he 

proclaims. The magician promises an immediate resolution to my pain and yours. 

Healing, at least the healing, our world has glamorized seems so easy. Send me your 

prayers. Give me your time, your money and you’ll be healed! Poof! It’s gone. I have 

come to learn through a combination of struggle and grace that healing is less about a 

miraculous cure and more about embracing the beautiful and broken life that is my 

own. Healing comes in many different forms and so do miracles. The glittery spectacle 

just gets our attention more frequently. Again, Thomas says, “For most of my life, I've 

held out for magic, believing that it’s the better thing, and the worthier thing. But it’s 



not. Magic is easy. Magic is the easy way out. The shortcut. Mystery is hard. Not 

knowing is hard. Living well between the already-and-the-not-yet is hard.  But that’s 

where Jesus is.” The invitation is for us to dwell in that sometimes, uncomfortable place 

of mystery with one another, not going for the glittery, quick fix, but somehow trusting 

that as we live and struggle in the tension between the already-and-not-yet we will 

journey towards wholeness together. And on occasion, along the way it’s also okay to 

yearn for that really, amazing miracle!  

 

FLY EAGLES FLY! 
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